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UM BRINGS STAFF TOGETHER TO IMPROVE SERVICE
By James G. McGrath
UM News and Publications
MISSOULA—
If two heads are better than one, then seven heads are even better.
idea behind the University of Montana's "Quality Circle" program.

That's the

For a year now,

four such circles have brought together staff members from all levels,

line worker

to

supervisor, to identify, research and solve work-related problems.
There are circles in the physical plant department,the controller's office, the
computer science department and the library.
The members of the Quality Circles are excited about this opportunity to become
directly involved with making their workplace and the services they provide better.
The directors like the circles because the members learn the difficulties of management
decisions.
Each of these voluntary circles meets once a week during working hours.

Since

the members come from all levels of the department, each can apply his or her own
unique knowledge and experience to the problem.
different task.

Each member of the group handles a

The circle leader facilitates discussion and acts as liaison with

management.
Each group sets up its cwn rules of procedure.
which means all decisions must be unanimous.

Others work by majority vote.

group identifies a problem they wish to work on.
the problem and develop a solution.

(over)

Some work through consensus,
First the

Then they brainstorm it, research

quality circle— add one
For example,

last February the circle in the physical plant department, "Alpha Q,"

identified a traffic problem at the Physical Plant Building.

The two unmarked

entrances caused confusion, and visitors had to interrupt workers to ask for directions.
Alpha Q figured out the cost of this confusion at $350 per year.
together, they solved this dilemma by designing four signs.

Putting their heads

They presented their

proposal, and the director agreed to build them.
Because the university is service— rather than product-oriented, many of the
projects can't be "costed out" so accurately.

The "Quality Plus" circle in the

controller's office has worked on several projects to improve the service they give.
This fall they instituted what they call the "Service Check."
In the past, when a student received a substantial scholarship grant or loan,
he or she would either have to receive the balance from his fees in cash
or two thousand dollers) or get a refund form.

(perhaps one

The student would then have to wait

three days and take the refund form to the controller's office to get a check.

Often

it took two or three trips to the controller's to get it.
The Service Check is a refund form with a check built in at the top. Now if a
student wants a check, the cashier at registration can write one out on the spot.

A

carbon goes straight to the controller, and that's all there is to it.
Although Quality Plus can't say exactly how much money they saved by developing
the Service Check —

and obviously they saved some money in clerical work-time alone —

they certainly increased the service.
The idea behind Quality Circles originated in the United States but was first used
in Japanese industries after World War II to improve productivity and product quality.
Although widely successful in Japan, Quality Circles weren't used in the United States
until 1972 when the aerospace industry started a program based on the Japanese model.
From there it spread to several other large industries including Hewlett-Packard
and IBM.

In the last five years, Quality Circles have spread from the private to

the public sector, with the idea just taking hold in some universities.

The University

of Montana is one of fewer than 10 universities in the country now using the circles.
(more)
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The circles have been so successful at UM that Personnel Director Lynda Drown
plans to start up several more of these groups.
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